86                        TIME     RUNS     OUT
The simple church stood on a near-by knoll, higher than
the other houses in the clearing. The snow-covered forest
marched close behind, seemed to press forward, as though
it were eager to fill the clearing and straighten this un-
evenness in its ranks. The tree tops, in a dark-green frazzle,
coupled the white earth with the gray sky. Snowflakes fell
lazily and easily through the still air. It was terribly cold ;
a dry, hard, aching cold that changed leather to stone and
blurred your sight quickly until you got used to it.
The doors of the church were open, and the parishioners
were coming out. Young and old, some in uniform and
others in the best clothes of country people attending the
sole festival of their lives. The women wore coarse blouses
and homespun skirts, full and billowy. But their caps were
bright; bobbed in a cluster of colour on the steps, like so
many flowers, against the dull-brown background of the
church wall.
The men wore short coats of heavy cloth, lined with
sheepskin, and loose trousers tucked under the high lacing
of their elkhide boots. They were lighting their pipes and
visiting. Their voices drifted across the white ground.
Singly and in groups, the men trudged down the knoll to
their horses, tied in the clearing. One after the other
brought his sleigh to fetch the women and children at the
foot of the steps.
The meek of the earth.
The pilot was ready, and we took off. Deep again in the
Finnish forests, we flew low over this enchanting country
until far ahead, studded against the Gulf of Finland, I
saw Helsinki.
The fine airfield was bristling with anti-aircraft guns and
searchlight stations. Russian bombers had always made
this spot a target, but the modern administration building
had not been hit. The long concrete runway took
our wheels, the tail touched the surface, and we rolled to
a stop.
I went directly to the Presidentin Linna, the President's
palace. ^ It is in the centre of the city, on a broad drive
which circles the harbour. Sentries pace the massive gates.
Immense cobblestones from a courtyard extending to the
entrance in the centre of the long rectangular residence.